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Abstract 
Context in archaeology is a theory of inclusion, differing from context in 
computer science and other fields where context is a theory of exclusion or 
only part of a whole. Context is multidimensional, each layer of which is 
embedded and overlapping in multiple scales, constituting the dimension-
ality of archaeological research. Context as theory defines relevancy and 
theorizes GIS as a method that organizes this multidimensionality – on-
tologically based in the site, subsite, feature(s), assemblage(s), artefact(s), 
and the detail(s) of the artefact – literally, inclusively, everything! GIS lay-
ering and sequencing enable modelling and analysis of the multidimen-
sionality of context. Geodatabase hyperlinks and multimedia within a GIS 
provide synergistic opportunity for alternative curation strategies and (re)
connect detached research. A multidimensional, multiscalar perspective 
of context as theory crosscuts themes and archaeological settings to unify 
the seemingly fractured character of computer applications and quantita-
tive methods in archaeology.
Introduction
This short essay describes my thinking about con-
text as theory and theories about context over the 
last ten years. The term context, according to But-
zer (1980: 418) and reiterated by Burke (2002: 153), 
comes from the Latin word contexere, meaning “to 
weave” and is related to contextus, which indicates 
“connection.” Context as theory grew out of archae-
ological boundary-crossing research into the North 
American and Mesoamerican Protohistoric Period 
that found me juggling incommensurable paradigms 
with their extreme and mutually exclusive theories 
(Bowers 2011; Bowers 2012; Bowers 2014; Pickering 
1995: 186-192) and a recognition of the converging 
need to theorize complex projects involving multiple 
scales and methodologies in archaeology (Renfrew 
1990: 663; Renfrew 1993: 5, 8, 14; Renfrew 1994: 3, 5, 
9-11)and the use of geographic information systems 
(GIS) in archaeology (Lock 2001; Lock 2003; Wheat-
ley 1993; Wheatley 2000). This may stem from in-
accurate understandings that conflate qualified and 
unqualified context, which are discussed here. Also, 
periodic synthesis of conflictive and confusing the-
ory as well as reconciliation of ideographic and no-
mothetic research, it should be noted, are part of the 
science process (Huxley 2010 [1942]; James 2010a; 
Mayr 1982; Peebles 1993).
The application of context as theory to research 
detachment was inspired by my research of the 
Garoga Site in Central New York State, which was 
discovered in the nineteenth century and has been 
periodically researched across the entire span of ar-
chaeology as a profession, and the session abstract of 
Pouncett, Reilly & Stead (2016), titled “Digital Ar-
chaeology - Where are we and how do we fit in?” that 
expressed concern about the “fractures and silos” of 
“computing and digital technologies” in archaeol-
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ogy. The perceived silo effect and fractured nature 
of computer applications and quantitative methods 
in archaeology is a feature of all archaeological re-
search, indeed of all science (Pickering 1995: 2-3). 
Research detachment is a product of the research 
context that (hyper)linked GIS-based archaeologi-
cal geodatabases can (re)connect, maintaining the 
metadata necessary for scientifically useful curation. 
This essay introduces innovative concepts, such as 
tense theoretical continuums and the dispersion ef-
fect, from my thinking about context as archaeologi-
cal theory to archaeologically theorize computer ap-
plications and quantitative methods for archaeology 
and argue that a GIS-based solution can resolve or at 
least improve the problems of research detachment 
(geographically, linguistically, and physically) and 
enable alternative curation strategies.
Research Detachment
Geographical Research Detachment
Research detachment is a barrier to knowledge cre-
ation, which affects and is affected by the research 
context. Three of the ways that research becomes de-
tached are: geographically, linguistically, and physi-
cally. Archaeology is a global endeavour, so requires 
access to materials and knowledge that may be geo-
graphically located anywhere in the world. The ar-
chaeological site, the artefacts, the documentation, 
and the data from that site as well as the researcher or 
researchers are likely to be in three or more different 
geographic locations, which may be relatively local 
or dispersed across the globe. This situation can be 
referred to as the dispersion effect of archaeological 
research and it is the primary cause and condition of 
geographic detachment.
The dispersion effect is greater for important and 
large sites with multiple funding sources that have 
involved many researchers from around the world, 
such as Çatalhöyük (Hodder 2008). New York, on 
the other hand, which does not have any archaeo-
logical world heritage sites (only the Historic Period 
Statue of Liberty), is impacted by geographical dis-
persion to a far lesser degree. Snow (1995: xi, 1-4) 
undertook an effort in 1984 to locate artefacts and 
documentation from Mohawk Valley sites, including 
Garoga, and found that the majority were located in 
New York, but spread amongst more than a hundred 
collections, most of them private. Collections from 
Mohawk Valley sites outside of New York are still lo-
cated within the United States, at the Peabody Muse-
um of Harvard in Massachusetts and the collections 
from the National Museum of the American Indian 
in New York City that were relocated to establish the 
Smithsonian National Museum of the American In-
dian (NMAI) in Washington, D.C. (Snow 1995: 3-4, 
113-117, 156-157). It requires the time and funding 
for travel to overcome the dispersion effect and when 
this involves crossing international boundaries, is 
impacted by the current political context.
Another issue due to geographical detachment 
is that researchers working on the same site or the 
same idea from different parts of the world may be 
unaware of one another. This can lead to unneces-
sary duplication of effort instead of a collaborative 
effort toward knowledge production. This effect is 
further compounded when researchers approach the 
same site or idea from different academic disciplines 
or archaeological specializations, an effect that Mar-
cus (1983: 454, 456-457, 480-481) noted more than 
thirty years ago in Mesoamerican archaeology. We 
form associations, such as Computer Applications 
and Quantitative Methods in Archaeology (CAA), 
to reduce unnecessary duplication of effort through 
networking and interface (Goodrum 2009). This 
strategy is often successful but is impacted by lin-
guistic detachment.
Linguistic Research Detachment
English is the lingua franca of science and therefore, 
of archaeology. Huang and Chang (2008: 1824-1825, 
1827) demonstrated that there is an indexing bias 
against scientists who publish in a language oth-
er than English. And two more recent studies done 
by the University of Wolverhampton in England 
demonstrated that science researchers who use Men-
deley citation software tend to read English language 
literature published in their own country rather 
than publications from other countries, even when 
English is not an official language of their country 
(Fairclough and Thelwall 2015; Thelwall and Mafla-
hi 2015). The historical solution to language differ-
ences in archaeology is translation. The lake(shore) 
dwellings of Switzerland, known since 1472, were 
systematically excavated by Ferdinand Keller in 1853 
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and his first report published in the proceedings of 
the Antiquarian Society of Zürich the following year 
(Keller 1854; Menotti 2001: 319-320). The sixth re-
port was published in 1866, the same year that Lee 
compiled, edited, and translated Keller’s reports 
from the original German to English (Keller 1866; 
Lee 1866). Keller’s published site reports have never 
been translated into English. This can lead to a situ-
ation where the primary literature is not cited in En-
glish-speaking locations. Rather, Lee’s (1866) edited 
translation is cited or worse, secondary sources such 
as Menotti (2001) on Keller are cited. Additionally, 
only works considered important are translated and 
there may be works that, while perhaps less import-
ant at the time of their writing, are now important 
because of recent scholarship and are completely 
detached because their existence is unknown or un-
readable by the current researcher(s) because of the 
language barrier.
Temporal Research Detachment
Thus, the research context is impaired by linguistic 
detachment and is also affected by the practice of cit-
ing only the most current literature because archae-
ological careers are tied to citations, an example of 
temporal research detachment (Smith et al. 2015). 
Temporal research detachment can be thought of as 
the taphonomy of archaeology. Older archaeological 
research either decays through disuse and detach-
ment or becomes fossilized through the secondary 
literature. According to Marcus (1983: 480), Maya 
archaeologists “lack awareness...[of] the older stages 
in the history of their own subdiscipline,” contrib-
uting to a stagnant, circular research pattern in Me-
soamerican archaeology. The traditional solutions 
to the problem of temporal research detachment are 
indices, bibliographies, citation, and more recently, 
searchable databases, which require entry accuracy 
or the search algorithm will be unable to retrieve the 
document, so that it becomes functionally detached. 
Providing hyperlinks to every document, publica-
tion, and other forms of media related to a site in 
a globally linked geodatabase along with the abili-
ty to translate those media into any language at the 
click of a button, however imperfect the translation 
might be, will help to prevent older research from 
becoming detached. Additionally, it will save future 
researchers time and money searching for docu-
ments that may be held in repositories anywhere in 
the world.
Physical Research Detachment
More serious than the temporal detachment of pub-
lished literature is the physical detachment of data 
loss, which is sometimes related to time and tapho-
nomy. Archaeological data is lost at an alarming rate 
through warfare, deculturizing and demoralizing the 
enemy by intentional heritage destruction (Bokova 
2015; Gerstenblith 2016). Data can become physical-
ly detached due to natural processes or a combina-
tion of natural and anthropogenic processes, such as 
the erosion of coastal and maritime archaeological 
sites (Erlandson 2012). Data can be physically de-
tached through theft or looting by groups and indi-
viduals, including archaeologists, for personal gain 
or economic subsistence (Proulx 2013; Saad El-Gen-
di 2012; Schier 2011). Archaeological data detached 
through looting and theft is sometimes reattached 
when that data is returned such as the Fremont clay 
figurine returned to the Utah State University-East-
ern Prehistoric Museum after being detached for al-
most forty years (Lobell 2012). Finally, archaeology 
is a destructive science that can result in detached 
data through poor excavation techniques and inac-
curate or incomplete documentation. Digitization 
and digital redundancy, linked through a GIS geoda-
tabase will help reduce risk and protect at least some 
types of archaeological data from complete loss by 
physical detachment.
Curation Context in Crisis
The curation context adds another dimension to ar-
chaeology. Curation includes everything archaeolo-
gists do with their data after excavation other than 
analyse it (e.g., cataloguing, disseminating, display-
ing, educating, and otherwise engaging stakehold-
ers). The curation context is an intersection point of 
archaeology with everything and everyone else and 
facilitates both storage and access to archaeological 
data. The curation context is in crisis. There is insuf-
ficient space to store the millions of archaeological 
artefacts excavated over the last couple of hundred 
years, let alone those being excavated today and 
those that will be excavated in the future.
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Members of the New York Archaeological Coun-
cil are working on guidelines for culling artefacts in 
the field and laboratory, primarily from historic sites, 
where at least the decision is being made by archaeol-
ogists and not museum staff that may not be trained 
to recognize the scientific value of archaeological ar-
tefacts. The current thinking is to cull large quanti-
ties of redundant materials, such as nails, bricks, and 
industrial slag in the field after counting, weighing, 
sampling, photographing or filming, and document-
ing. The visual documentation could be used in ed-
ucational and heritage recreation projects, including 
virtual and interactive exhibits. The concept relies on 
that information to be available to archaeologists in 
the future, but there is no plan yet for how that will 
happen. Digital connection through a globally linked 
geodatabase would ensure that future archaeologists 
anywhere in the world would have access to the re-
lated documentation and could even (re)excavate the 
original materials if they were needed because doc-
umentation would be available to locate the culled 
material on a map.
We cannot know now what may be important in 
the future. New York archaeologists that excavated 
in the mid-twentieth century without stratigraphic 
control considered all unworked bone to be “refuse” 
and there was little more they could do with it be-
yond identification and calculating species frequen-
cy. More sophisticated methodologies of extracting 
information from bones have been developed since 
then, but it is rare for researchers to weave legacy 
collections into more recent research projects. Leg-
acy collections in museums and repositories around 
the world become detached from later research, for-
gotten in the handwritten catalogues and indices of 
the past. Hyperlinked archives, museum catalogues, 
publication databases and the multimedia capabili-
ty of GIS provide synergistic opportunity for alter-
native curation, such as virtual exhibits and digital 
curation, facilitating research and (re)connecting 
legacy collections.
Context as Theory
The essay up to this point has detailed the problem of 
research detachment. Additionally, some suggestions 
as to how GIS can improve the situation have been 
offered. There are no doubt other ways of protecting 
archaeological data and reconnecting detached re-
search, which will come to light through continuing 
work with GIS by archaeologists. The essay will now 
turn to archaeologically theorizing GIS. The lack of a 
defined theoretical connection between GIS and ar-
chaeology has resulted in a silo effect where archae-
ologists working with GIS are disconnected from the 
rest of archaeology. This section attempts to explain 
the difference of context as theory and theory about 
the dimensions of context that may theoretically em-
power archaeologists to move forward with projects 
that will increase the capacity and capability of GIS 
to restore and maintain context for archaeologists in 
the future. 
Context as theory defines relevance. While a re-
searcher can define the parameters of the research 
project, the context exists, having been created 
through all of the previous research about the theo-
ries, methodologies, topic(s), material(s), and site(s) 
that are being examined in the current research proj-
ect. For example, there are more than fifty publica-
tions about Garoga as well as unpublished documents 
(e.g., field notes, maps, manuscripts, drawings) held 
in multiple repositories. All have some relevance to 
future research about Garoga, though the intensity of 
that relevance varies by project. All must be includ-
ed as context for the current project because new re-
search must explain how it complements, supports, 
or refutes previous research. Every project, each bit 
of knowledge created, becomes a part of the context 
for future research. Besides the relevance of previous 
research about a specific archaeological site, there is 
also the relevance of previous research about materi-
als (e.g., bone, stone, ceramics), topics (e.g., diet, set-
tlement, demography), methodologies, and theories, 
though the system of citation allows the exclusion 
of all but the most recent research because it is as-
sumed that earlier work is already incorporated into 
the conclusions. The relevance of these is defined by 
the dimensions of context, which are project-driven 
and optional, and explains why context appears pol-
ysemic in archaeology.
Dimensionality of Context
The term “context” is seemingly polysemous in ar-
chaeology but is not at risk of “hypertrophie” because 
it is unqualified when referring to context as theory 
CAA 
2017
Vivian S. James
Context as Theory
02 149
and qualified when referring to the dimensions of 
context (Chouquer 2013). Taylor (1948: 111) wrote 
about the “circle of context” as well as using con-
text in more than a dozen other ways, with context 
in the singular generally denoting an overarching 
concept related to the reconstruction of past culture 
and context in the plural to describe the dimensions, 
here modelled as a constellation in Figure 1. Con-
text related to function was discussed by Phillips and 
Willey (1953: 616) and Binford (1962) coined “func-
tional context” for his theory of tool use. Schiffer 
(1972) discussed “archaeological context,” “system-
ic context,” and “secondary context.” Beginning in 
1978, Butzer (1978; Butzer 1980; Butzer 1982) was 
writing about an ecological “contextual approach.” 
Hodder (1992) wrote about “contexts of rapid site 
destruction,” a social and symbolic “cultural context,” 
“contextualization,” and a “contextual archaeology” 
Ingold (1993) introduced “taskscape,” a task-orient-
ed context, into archaeology. Archaeological stratig-
raphy was the focus of Harris and associates’ (Harris 
1979; Harris 1989; Harris et al. 1993) writings about 
context and stratigraphy, followed by the “struc-
tured deposition” of Richards and Thomas (1984) 
and stratigraphic context in relation to pedasols dis-
cussed by Cremeens and Hart (1995). Stratigraphic 
context was returned to by Stein (2000; Stein 2008: 
113-115), which Lyman (2012: 211-212) responded 
to by defining archaeological context as provenience 
plus association. The stratigraphy references listed 
here are theory-based methodologies based on much 
older theoretical works by Stenonis (1699) and Wor-
saae (1843), mentioned here to avoid conceptual 
detachment, which occurs when only the most re-
cent sources are cited for an idea without an attri-
bution to the originator. Most of these theories are 
solidly based in archaeological practice and can 
be considered as much data-driven as philosoph-
ical because they resulted from the authors’ many 
years of experience in archaeology.
It was my attempt to understand how these 
various meanings – these dimensions of context 
– could exist at the same time in archaeology and 
all be correct (despite sometimes conflicting with 
one another, they are all accurate and logically 
consistent within themselves) that led me to rec-
ognize that the only way this could be possible is 
if context was theory (Parsons 1979-1980; Sutton 
and Staw 1995). Specifically, that context as theo-
ry defines relevance throughout the research process 
and all these theories about context define various 
aspects or dimensions of what may be relevant (i.e., 
defining the relevance for topics and materials) to 
a research project. Where Ritchie and Funk (1973: 
1-2) and Taylor (1948) did not recognize that context 
is something that emerges from the work of many 
archaeologists through time (Taylor 1948:79-82, 94), 
Hodder (1986) and Lock (2003) did not distinguish 
between theoretical context that must be included 
and the optional inclusion of any or all of the dimen-
sions of context, though Lock has envisioned how 
GIS maintains context and enables the exploration 
of context at multiple scales (James 2016; Lock 2003: 
12). Context explains what archaeologists do and 
why we do it, connecting epistemology with praxis 
(Hodder 1992: 4; James 2016). Context is able to do 
this because it is polysemic, it is “good to think” with 
(Lévi-Strauss 1964: 89) providing “enlightenment” 
(DiMaggio 1995: 391). These examples demonstrate 
that in praxis, archaeologists have tested their hy-
potheses and ideas about context in every project 
and created middle-range theories to access partic-
ular aspects of context (Binford 1981). Both theory 
and methodology as well as context as theory and the 
dimensions of context are necessary if archaeology is 
to create accurate knowledge.
Archaeology – at least in praxis – has been in-
creasing the dimensionality of context. Initial-
ly two dimensional to the culture historians in the 
mid-twentieth century – an object in space and time 
– context was relatively easy to represent with two 
Figure 1. Polysemic constellation of context (after Taylor 
1948).
02
Vivian S. James
Context as Theory
CAA 
2017
150
dimensional models such as diagrams and maps. The 
end of the twentieth century was marked by models 
of the three dimensions of human visual perception 
– verticality, horizontality, and depth – often for pub-
lic display. The twenty-first century brought innova-
tive models, such as the space-time cube extension, 
which is a three-dimensional structure that may have 
analytical potential (Huisman et al. 2009; Kveladze, 
Kraak & Van Elzakker 2015). Lyman’s (2012) defi-
nition of archaeological context as the three dimen-
sions of provenience – longitude, latitude and depth 
(as a proxy for time) – plus association includes four 
dimensions of context. Butzer’s (1978; 1980; 1982) 
“refined contextual paradigm” maps onto a four-di-
mensional tesseract and De Roo and associates (De 
Roo et al. 2013; De Roo et al. 2014; De Roo 2016) 
have been developing a methodology for a four-di-
mensional GIS that displays three dimensions of 
space plus time. Green (2011: 69) discussed thinking 
of fuzziness as a fifth dimension of a temporal GIS 
or tGIS. Considered together, these theories demon-
strate that there are more than five dimensions in ar-
chaeology; thus, context is multidimensional.
The foundational epistemological stance of ar-
chaeology is that something can be known through 
studying the material traces of the past. This does 
not say that something can be known about the past 
through archaeological research. While it is true that 
archaeology produces knowledge about the past, it 
also produces knowledge of the present and some-
times of the potential future, which all impact in-
terpretation. Time, alone then, is three dimensional 
in archaeology. Thus, time and the four dimensions 
of archaeological context (depth being factually in-
dependent of time due to taphonomy) account for 
seven dimensions of context, which are illustrated in 
Figure 2, before moving beyond the merely descrip-
tive. The temporal dimensions of past and present 
overlap the archaeological context at depth, stratig-
raphy, and association. Context as archaeological 
theory organizes this multidimensionality and is 
ontologically based in the site, subsite, feature(s), as-
semblage(s), artefact(s), and the detail(s) of the arte-
fact – literally, “context is everything in archaeology” 
(Conard et al. 2008: 236). 
Context in archaeology differs from other fields 
that view context as being the surroundings of an ob-
ject that are examined to understand the object, the 
exclusive perspective. Archaeology takes the inclusive 
perspective that there is a bidirectional, interactive 
relationship between objects and their surroundings 
(i.e., both are relevant), and it is as necessary to ex-
amine the object to understand the surroundings 
as it is to examine the surroundings to understand 
the object (Hodder 2012). Archaeology takes into 
consideration multiple dimensions of context, in-
cluding: the research context (the conditions under 
which research is conducted), the archaeological 
context, the geographical context (past or present 
political designations), the ecological or environ-
Figure 2. The seven 
dimensions of archaeolo-
gical description.
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ated, and incorporated into what it is to be human. 
Context is that theoretical structure, and it explains 
why context is everything in archaeology. Just as a 
tapestry requires the warp threads to remain tied 
tautly to the frame during the weaving so the emerg-
ing representation is not distorted, the threads of 
every archaeological research project are kept taut 
by the frame of context so that our representation of 
what has been in the past, is now, and perhaps will be 
in the future to be human remains clear.
Theorizing Geographic Information 
Systems for Archaeology
It is generally believed that archaeology does not 
write theory, but only transforms theory imported 
from other fields (Lyman 2007). Most archaeologists 
have focused on middle range theory or the develop-
ment of methodology (e.g., Binford 1977: 1-10; Mer-
ton 1949: 39-53). It is no surprise then that Wheat-
ley (1993; Wheatley 2000) and Lock (2003: 1-12), 
looking to archaeologically theorize geographic in-
formation systems (GIS), found little archaeological 
theory and lots of functional methodologies (Lock 
2001). One reason is that many methodologies can 
operationalize a single theory. Another factor is the 
call from big data science for data-driven in opposi-
tion to theory-driven research, though this is a tense 
theoretical continuum, paralleling Wheatley’s find-
ing that GIS is often thought to be a theory-neutral 
methodology, though there is no such thing (Kitchin 
2014; Wheatley 1993: 133-135). Generally speaking, 
GIS is theorized by an array of cartographic and de-
sign theories as well as theories from mathematics 
and computer science. and it is hoped that the pre-
vious discussion about context will theoretically 
connect archaeologists creating and/or using GIS in 
their research to other archaeologists because all of 
archaeology is connected through context and the 
many dimensions of context.
GIS is particularly well-suited to restore and 
maintain context. GIS layering and sequencing as 
well as recent advances in three-dimensional voxel 
mapping enable modelling and analysis of the mul-
tidimensionality of context (Noon 2012). As scien-
tists, we want things to be perfectly functional and 
there are various individuals and groups working 
towards a true temporal GIS. But as archaeologists, 
mental context, the social context, the taphonomic 
context, the curation context, the hermeneutical or 
interpretive context, and the “institutional context” 
defined as: “the provenienced archaeological site or 
subsite where a specific type of operation occurred 
in the past that is identified by associated features 
and artefact assemblages” (James 2015; James 2016). 
These are the spaces and places that for all of their 
variability in appearance from site to site, are archae-
ologically recognizable as institutions and are often 
denoted in the literature as “ritual contexts,” “domes-
tic contexts,” “production contexts,” and so on. And 
as Turner (1997) informed us, Homo sapiens have a 
long history of creating institutions. Each layer of 
these contexts is embedded and overlapping in mul-
tiple scales, constituting the dimensionality of ar-
chaeological research. The dimensionality of context 
forms the interwoven texture of the tapestry we call 
the archaeological record, which is written through 
the contributions of every archaeologist working 
ideographically and nomothetically on their partic-
ular thread over the last hundred or so years under a 
variety of theories and methodologies, providing the 
complementary and contrasting colours, thin and 
thick descriptions, and overlapping conceptions of 
what it has been, is, and could be to be human (James 
2010b; Ponterotto 2006).
Tense Theoretical Continuums
Both processual and postprocessual archaeology are 
valid epistemologies and there is nothing in either 
that precludes the use of the other and using both 
may be more productive than either alone. The same 
can be said of modern versus postmodern, objective 
versus subjective, anthropology versus history and 
all other debates that compare the two endpoints of 
a theoretical continuum. Additional tension is exert-
ed on theoretical continuums by scale (e.g., artefact, 
assemblage, site), and the general versus the partic-
ular (Hodder 1992: 4). Tense theoretical continuums 
create boundaries that empower knowledge creation 
and knowledge emerges from the tension. The many 
theories that exist between the tense endpoints are 
modulated, are pushed and pulled, by tensity shifts 
between the extremities. The theoretical structure, 
the frame, is strengthened through the research pro-
cess and the tapestry of knowledge emerges, is cre-
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ly linked geodatabase, to provide the capabilities to 
visualize archaeology, and to secure the data while 
providing appropriate access to archaeologists. The 
different types of projects that are being done by 
CAA members are needed if we are to move beyond 
description into analysis and knowledge creation. 
Context is the theory that unifies all archaeology – 
from the excavation to the documentation through 
visualization and analysis to research dissemination, 
publication, and public engagement. No one archae-
ologist can do it all, no one lifetime is sufficient, 
but through time and continued research, the past, 
present, and future will be globally accessible. New 
vistas of research possibilities will open. Every ar-
chaeologist contributes to the tapestry, whether with 
a long or short, thin or thick, flat or braided thread. 
Every archaeological project brings the weaving into 
clarity or highlights an area where clarity is needed. 
It is context that frames the tapestry, holding all of 
the archaeological threads taut as each generation of 
archaeologists weaves their data and interpretations 
into the archaeological record. All archaeological re-
search is connected through time and space by con-
text as theory.
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we are used to dealing with uncertainty and can 
make do with what we have available, though a full 
discussion of this is beyond the scope of this essay. 
GIS enables multiple layers of data to be visualized 
separately and together. Layers can be named and 
features labelled to display the various contexts in 
different time periods. Artefacts can be displayed 
within features and features within sites. Hyperlinks 
can attach documents such as field notes and pub-
lications, photographs, videos, drawings, two and 
three-dimensional reconstructions, vertical per-
spectives, and other unique archaeological data to 
a map that is temporally based on the excavation 
along with a layer or multiple layers that are based 
on known landscape differences, such as changed 
waterways and coasts – even when those docu-
ments are maintained outside of the geodatabase. 
By changing scale, we can visualize regional social 
relationships – the trading, alliances, and antago-
nisms of human life in the past. These are just a few 
examples of the possibilities for GIS in archaeology. 
The ability to connect different types of data, howev-
er imperfectly, also applies to detached research. To 
describe it mathematically:
Rd = -C + -c
where Rd is research that has become detached, C is 
unqualified context, and c is qualified context. Re-
storing and maintaining connection to archaeologi-
cal data and analyses is vital because it is the context 
that archaeology relies on to inform future research.
Closing Remarks
A multidimensional perspective of context as theory 
crosscuts themes and archaeological settings to uni-
fy what only appears to be the fractured character 
of computer applications and quantitative methods 
in archaeology. The digital preservation of archaeo-
logical data, including GIS data, is already moving 
towards national-level unification, exemplified by 
the Digital Archaeological Record (tDAR) in the 
United States and the Archaeology Data Service 
(ADS) in the United Kingdom. There are still many 
different tasks to be accomplished to build a global-
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